NAPLAN, MySchool and Accountability: Teacher perceptions of the effects of testing by Thompson, PhD, Greg
62
The International Education Journal: Comparative Perspectives,	2013,	12(2),	62–84 
iSSN	1443-1475	©	2013	www.iejcomparative.org
NAPLAN, MySchool and Accountability: 




This paper explores Rizvi and Lingard’s (2010) idea of the “local 
vernacular” of the global education policy trend of using high-stakes 
testing to increase accountability and transparency, and by extension 
quality, within schools and education systems in Australia. In the first 
part of the paper a brief context of the policy trajectory of National 
Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) is given in 
Australia. In the second part, empirical evidence drawn from a survey of 
teachers in Western Australia (WA) and South Australia (SA) is used to 
explore teacher perceptions of the impacts a high-stakes testing regime 
is having on student learning, relationships with parents and pedagogy 
in specific sites. 
After the 2007 Australian Federal election, one of Labor’s policy 
objectives was to deliver an “Education Revolution” designed to improve 
both the equity and excellence in the Australian school system1 (Rudd 
& Gillard, 2008). This reform agenda aims to “deliver real changes” 
through: “raising the quality of teaching in our schools” and “improving 
transparency and accountability of schools and school systems” (Rudd 
& Gillard, 2008, p. 5). Central to this linking of accountability, the 
transparency of schools and school systems and raising teaching quality 
was the creation of a regime of testing (NAPLAN) that would generate 
data about the attainment of basic literacy and numeracy skills by 
students in Australian schools. 








NAPLAN	 tests	 individual	 students’	 attainment	 of	 basic	 skills	 in	reading,	Writing,	
Language	Conventions	(Spelling,	Grammar	and	Punctuation)	and	Numeracy	in	Years	
3,	5,	7	and	9.	The	Federal	Government	sees	it	as	a	key	program	for	promoting	quality	


















In Australia, one of the key motivations for a national testing regime has been the 
various	discourses	surrounding	the	“quality”	of	teachers	in	Australian	schools,	and	a	
sense of some real or imagined crisis impacting on Australian education. I argue this 
notion	of	accountability	maps	onto	pre-existing	discourses	about	a	‘crisis’	of	teacher	
quality	 in	Australia.	This	 is	 exemplified	by	Gale’s	 charting	of	 a	 discursive	 shift	 in	
public	emphasis	about	the	education	“problem”:	from	a	concern	with	governance	and	
societal	factors	to	problems	of	teachers,	teaching	and	pedagogy	(Gale,	2006,	p.	12).	






some form of standardised literacy and numeracy assessment.3 Most states have Year 
2	 	MySchool	also	publishes	other	data	including	school	finance	information,	iCCSEA	scores	and	
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12	students	sitting	standardised	end	of	year	examinations	with	the	results	published	
in	‘League	Tables’	of	 the	best	performing	school.	However,	what	 is	different	about	
NAPLAN	is	 the	age	of	 the	students	 (as	young	as	8)	and	 the	official	publication	of	
the	 literacy	 and	 numeracy	 results	 online.	 despite	 many	 official	 protestations	 that	












peers,	and	 there	has	been	no	statistically	significant	 improvement	 in	 the	number	of	
students achieving at the minimum standard across Australia. In fact, there has been a 
decline	in	some	of	the	areas	tested	(ACArA,	2012a).	
Furthermore,	there	is	growing	research	evidence	that	suggests	that	there	has	been	a	raft	
of unintended consequences that are most likely having a negative impact on student 
learning	 (Thompson	 &	 Harbaugh,	 2013).	 These	 unintended	 consequences	 mirror	
many	experienced	 in	 the	US	and	UK,	 including	 teaching	 to	 the	 test,	narrowing	 the	
curriculum focus, increasing student and teacher anxiety, promoting direct teaching 












a	policing	 tool”,	 that	 “lower	 than	expected	 results”	 impacted	on	 student	 enrolment	
and	 retention,	 that	 for	 some	 students	NAPLAN	 is	 a	 stressful	 event,	 and	 that	many	






is	an	ArC	funded	inquiry	 into	 the	effects	on	NAPLAN	on	schools	 in	WA	and	SA.	




of teachers.4Ball	 (1994)	 reminds	 us	 that	 education	 policies	 like	 NAPLAN	 have	
trajectories, and often the effects of those policies at the classroom level may be vastly 




This paper uses data collected in a survey of teachers in WA and SA from April – 
June	2012.	A	snowball	sample	was	used:	teachers	were	contacted	through	a	variety	of	
means including social media, professional associations and unions, and encouraged 
to	share	the	link	with	colleagues.	This	paper	reports	on	the	responses	to	three	questions	
asked	 that	gave	participants	 the	opportunity	 to	write	extended	answers.	Summaries	
of	 the	main	 themes	of	 the	 other	 two	questions	 have	 also	 been	 included.	The	 three	
questions	asked	teacher	perceptions	of	the	impact	that	NAPLAN	has	had	on	learning,	
relationships	with	parents	and	what,	if	any,	the	negative	impacts	have	been.	results	
were	 coded	 thematically	using	NVivo	 software.	The	 tables	 list	 all	 of	 these	 ‘nodes’	
that	have	been	coded	into	themes	and	sub-themes.	The	sub-themes	are	shown	in	the	




There	were	 941	 teachers	 from	WA	 and	 SA	who	 participated	 in	 the	 survey.5 These 
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gender demographics are similar to the overall teacher populations in Australia of 
72%	 female	 and	28%	male	 teachers	 (Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics,	 2013,	 p.	 28).	



















School System Government 577
Independent 140
Catholic 224
School Level Primary School 715
High School 226




61 and up 49
6	 	iCSEA	stands	for	the	index	of	Community	Socio-educational	Advantage.	it	“is	a	scale	that	
















1 are reported, as these provide further nuance to understanding teacher perceptions. 








students get better at test-taking practices, and the preparation required for 
the tests modelled desirable attributes such as planning, goal setting and 
increased engagement.
18%	of	responses	argued	that	a	positive	of	NAPLAN	was	that	it	allowed	for	
better monitoring of student progress and achievement over time.
68
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Table 2: Do you think NAPLAN improves the learning of students in your class? Why?
Themes Sub-themes frequency Percentage
No,	not	really,	
very little
It has a negative impact on learning 
through	a	narrow	focus,	lack	of	relevance	
to students, impeding progress, discon-
necting from prior learning, lack of collab-










It increases stress or pressure or it reduces 
student	confidence
87










Yes or mostly It focuses teachers, students or schools on 
important aspects of learning or it guides 
teaching and learning
159






It increases accountability 24
it	highlights	national	trends	or	allows	na-




or for some 
students only 
Total 127 10%
Unsure Total 23 2%
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No, not really, very little
The	most	common	theme	was	that	NAPLAN	was	not	improving	learning,	or	at	best	was	
having	an	inconsequential	impact.	67%	of	coded	responses	identified	that	NAPLAN	
was	not	having	a	positive	 impact	on	 learning.	 in	particular,	 teachers	perceived	 that	
NAPLAN	had	a	narrow	focus,	lacked	relevance	to	students	and	their	prior	learning,	
lessened	collaboration	in	the	classroom	and	promoted	approaches	that	lessened	‘deep’	
learning. Many comments reported that it increased stress and pressure, did not enable 
inclusivity or timely feedback and is an exercise in test-taking rather than a task that 




There is no connection to the content previously learnt in class. I encourage higher 










one	 of	 the	major	 issues	 for	many	 teachers	was	 that	NAPLAN,	 and	 the	 perceived	
requirement	 to	 teach	 to	 the	 test	 to	maximise	 results,	 promoted	 superficial	 learning	
experiences.	Jill,	a	Year	3	teacher	(25	yrs	exp,	WA,	Cath,	Avg),	argued:







devoted	 to	NAPLAN	preparation.	 i	 rarely	 feel	 like	 a	 real	quality,	 effective	 teacher	






provided to further contextualise the responses of the individual teachers.
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However,	 while	 67%	 of	 the	 coded	 nodes	 reported	 that	 NAPLAN	 did	 not	 have	 a	
positive	 impact	 on	 learning,	 21%	 identified	 some	 positive	 impacts.	 These	 varied	














and	 challenge	 may	 improve	 their	 learning	 as	 they	 work	 hard	 for	 NAPLAN;	
however,	 most	 students,	 particularly	 those	 at	 risk	 and	 with	 learner	 diversity	




needs, either in student or school performance, then teachers are able to have valuable 
discussions and the opportunity to change pedagogy to improve student outcomes.” 
For	some	teachers	this	corresponded	with	a	belief	that	the	accountability	that	NAPLAN	
enables	is	a	timely	corrective	factor	for	the	teaching	profession.	24	teachers	made	some	






For	 High	 School	 teacher	 Nate	 (5	 yrs	 exp,	 WA,	 ind,	 High)	 the	 benefit	 of	 this	
accountability	was	felt	less	at	the	level	of	the	local	classroom	or	individual	teacher,	




NAPLAN	 can	 show	 trends	 over	 time	 that	will	 aid	 in	 the	 national	 curriculum	
development	process;	provide	evidence	upon	which	the	government	will	be	able	
to	 allocate	 funding	and	make	better	policy;	 and	highlight	 some	of	 the	 current	
deficits	in	teacher	education	courses.
There	 was	 also	 a	 percentage	 of	 teachers	 who	 were	 unsure,	 or	 argued	 that	 it	 may	
improve	 learning	 for	 specific	 sets	 of	 students,	 however,	 these	 responses	have	been	
already mentioned above. 
Table 3: What, if any, are the negative impacts you have seen in your school/class as a 
result of NAPLAN?
Themes Sub-themes frequency Percentage
Stress, pressure 
or anxiety
Increased student anxiety, stress or pres-
sure
383
Pressure on teaching staff 325
Not	feeling	good	about	one’s	own	abili-
ty, school or learning
113
Pressure on parents 89
Pressure on schools or principals 79
Parents putting pressure on their chil-





Teaching to the test 346
it	competes	with	balanced	or	effective	
curriculum, teaching and learning
265
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Themes Sub-themes frequency Percentage
Test design A one-off test used to make judgments 96












Political or systems level comments 34
Students refusing to participate or it has 




cy or valuing of professional judgement
93














parents	 as	 a	 result	 of	NAPLAN.	 in	particular,	 teachers	 saw	 that	 stress	 and	 anxiety	
resulted as an unintended consequence of the results being used to measure the ability 
of	 the	 student	 and/or	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 teacher	 and/or	 the	worth	 of	 the	 education	
experience	a	school	offered.	As	Alyssa,	a	Year	4	teacher	(23	yrs	exp,	WA,	ind,	High),	
argued:
Media publicity and government information has misled the public into thinking 
that	NAPLAN	 is	 the	only	piece	of	 information	 about	 their	 child’s	 ability	 that	
should be considered. It has created unnecessary pressure on schools to try and 






Parents place an extremely high emphasis of the results of one test that takes 
place	 on	 one	 day	 and	 sometimes	 these	 results	 do	 not	 echo	 a	 student’s	 ability	




results leading to self-doubt. Students become extremely anxious leading up to 
and	sitting	NAPLAN.	Self	and	parental	expectations	and	pressures	are	unrealistic	
and affect the assessment process.
For	 many	 teachers,	 the	 impact	 on	 student	 confidence,	 self-esteem	 and	 motivation	
to	do	well	was	being	damaged	by	the	pressure	of	 the	competition	to	do	better	 than	
other	teachers	and	other	schools.	As	Patricia,	a	Year	7	teacher	(25	yrs	exp,	SA,	Cath,	















marginalises and diminishes the value placed on the learning journey designed 
and delivered by the teacher.






and pedagogical choice in schools. Primarily these responses focused on pressure to 
teach	to	the	test	and	a	narrowed	curriculum	focus.	it	was	felt	that	these	imposts	were	
having a negative impact on the teaching and learning in schools and classrooms. 
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As	 well,	 there	 was	 also	 concern	 that	 these	 effects	 were	 making	 classrooms	 more	
competitive,	 less	 inclusive	places	 that	 could	not	 cope	with	 the	diversity	of	 student	
needs	and	 talents.	Milly,	a	Year	1	 teacher	 (13	yrs	exp,	SA,	Cath,	Low),	voiced	her	
concern: 
With the pressure to get good results for students, some teachers end up teaching 
to	 the	 test	 and	 teaching	 facts	 rather	 than	 teaching	 the	 children	 how	 to	 ‘learn	
for	themselves’.	i	worry	that	NAPLAN	is	turning	the	clock	back	to	traditional	
teaching rather than teaching skills that students need for the 21st century.
This	 incentive	 to	‘teach	 to	 the	 test’	was	supported	by	damon,	High	School	 teacher	
(13	yrs	exp,	WA,	Gov,	Low)	who	saw	that	as	a	result	of	NAPLAN	there	was	a	culture	
of	 “striving	 for	 better	NAPLAN	 results	 by	 teaching	 to	 the	 test.	This	means	many	
other	key	areas	are	not	taught	as	effectively	as	they	are	not	tested.”	Furthermore,	the	




and other teachers skipping around lots of teaching points quickly in the run up 
to	 the	 tests,	 just	 in	case	 they	come	up,	when	this	 is	not	 the	best	way	for	most	
students to gain understanding. 
Cindy,	a	Year	7	teacher	(7	yrs	exp,	SA,	Gov,	Avg),	bemoaned	the	impact	that	NAPLAN	
was	having	on	the	breadth	of	curriculum	in	her	school	that	she	saw	as	beneficial	for	













ways	 it	was	being	used	 in	 schools.	 in	particular,	 teachers	 remained	concerned	 that	
it	was	a	one-off	test	used	to	generalise	about	the	quality	of	the	learning	experience;	










of other assessment activities:
increased	focus	on	high-stakes	testing	means	that	the	results	of	one	test	(NAPLAN)	
are seen as more important than other more realistic in-class activities. This 
leaves disproportionate focus on one test rather than the multitude of activities a 





Our school is very small, has a high number of ESL children and therefore the 
results	of	the	NAPLAN	testing	does	not	give	a	true	reflection	of	the	ability	of	
the children in the school overall. I am so against this style of testing. It goes 









We	never	 even	 get	 to	 see	 the	 results	 for	 our	 specific	 students	 in	 easy	 to	 read	
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Teachers being instructed by administration staff not to focus extra attention on 
academically needy students as they are seen to be unlikely to achieve much 




Another	negative	 impact	 teachers	 reported	was	on	relationships	within	 their	school	
community.	 Teacher	 responses	 focused	 on	 two	 main	 areas:	 firstly,	 a	 lessening	 of	
teacher	confidence	and	self-efficacy	as	they	felt	that	their	professional	judgement	was	















and	others	not	wanting	 to	 teach	 those	years	because	of	 the	 test”.	Jennifer,	a	Year	3	
teacher	(25	yrs	exp	WA,	Gov,	Avg),	stated:
Lack	of	confidence	 to	 try	new	 teaching	strategies	and	 techniques	 -	not	a	 risk-
taking	environment;	can’t	afford	to	make	mistakes	even	though	this	is	necessary	
for	 professional	 growth.	 Teachers	 become	 very	 stressed,	 feel	 judged	 and	




Table 4: How has NAPLAN impacted on your relationships with parents?




Pressure on students, teachers or schools to 
improve student outcomes
169
Valuing or over-importance of the test or 
the results
137
More feedback or resources are required 
from	the	teacher	re	NAPLAN
111














Miscellaneous, unsure, not applicable, or 
no response
55
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results	 to	parents.	Some	 teachers	 saw	 that	 there	had	been	a	 range	of	 impacts,	both	
positive and negative, on teacher-parent relationships in each class. A small percentage 




















other and their responses vary accordingly.
Little or no impact
The next largest number of responses from teachers reported that in their experience 
relationships	with	parents	had	not	changed	as	a	result	of	NAPLAN.	Positive	teacher-
parent	 relationships	 remained,	 while	 negative	 teacher-parent	 relationships	 equally	
remained	unaffected.	Judyn,	a	Year	3	teacher	(20	yrs	exp,	SA,	Gov,	Avg)	spoke	of	the	
impact	on	relationships	with	parents	in	this	way:
i	 have	 established	 an	 open	 sharing	 approach	 with	 parents,	 having	 explained,	














have on their relationships: 
We are lucky at our school that in general our parents understand the pros and 
cons	of	NAPLAN,	they	are	aware	of	the	small	number	of	children	at	the	school	
and	how	 this	 impacts	whole	 school	 results.	our	parents	 support	our	views	on	
maintaining	 a	 broad	 curriculum	 and	 preparing	 our	 children	 to	 sit	 NAPLAN	
but	not	teaching	to	the	test.	So	apart	from	the	odd	exception	NAPLAN	has	not	
changed	 our	 good	 relationship	with	 parents.	 Communication	 and	 information	
sharing is the key.














Some	parents	are	confused:	 the	 test	 says	Year	5	on	 the	cover	and	 they	expect	
the	test	to	assess	Year	5	skills,	when	it	actually	goes	far	beyond	Year	5	expected	
standards.	 Parents	 are	 concerned	 when	 their	 child’s	 results	 are	 lower	 than	











other and compare their children.  It detracts from a positive community approach to 
education.” 
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For	 Sydney,	 a	Year	 5	 teacher	 (25	 yrs	 exp,	WA,	 Gov,	Avg),	 one	 of	 the	 effects	 of	
NAPLAN	had	been	to	make	parents	more	aware,	and	supportive,	of	 the	challenges	
that teachers and school faced: 
The parents are quite supportive and understand the pressures on both 
the	 school	 and	 the	 staff.	They	 are	more	 concerned	with	 the	 emotional	
impact on the children because the emphasis is placed on the number of 






These	 teacher	 perceptions	 suggest	 that	 the	 ‘policy	 enactments’	 may	 be	 having	




having negative impacts on curriculum, pedagogy and community relationships. 
Asking	 teachers	 their	 perceptions	 of	 the	 impacts	 of	 NAPLAN	 obviously	 provides	
valuable	insight	into	the	localised	effects	of	the	policy,	but	also	brings	with	it	some	
limitations.	 Firstly,	 while	 teachers	 have	 a	 unique	 and	 important	 perspective	 on	
NAPLAN	and	MySchool,	they	are	far	from	the	only	education	stakeholders	that	have	
experience of the impacts. Parents, principals, students and education bureaucrats, to 
name	a	few,	are	stakeholders	who	may	present	different	perspectives.	As	well,	given	
the volunteer survey method used in this research, it is also important to add that a 
representative	 sample	 cannot	 be	 claimed	 and	 care	must	 be	 taken	with	generalising	
these results.
That said, these teacher perceptions, and the frequency of themes that emerged, contain 
rich	and	insightful	feedback	about	what	 is	happening	in	 their	schools	as	a	result	of	
NAPLAN.	The	challenge	for	education	systems	in	Australia	would	appear	to	be	that	
the push for improved outcomes through increased transparency and accountability 
turns	NAPLAN	 into	 a	high-stakes	 test,	 not	 by	design,	 but	 through	how	 the	 results	
have become tied to funding, enrolments, government and/or systemic intervention 
and	used	 as	 an	 unofficial	measure	 of	 teaching	 quality	 (Klenowski	&	Wyatt-Smith,	
2012;	Lingard,	2010).	There	were	a	number	of	positives	that	some	teachers	suggested;	
that	NAPLAN	raised	the	profile/stressed	the	importance	of	literacy	and	numeracy	and	
improved the coordination and collaboration of literacy and numeracy approaches in 
schools.	This	was	often	perceived	as	very	important	for	new	teachers;	NAPLAN	gave	
them	something	to	guide	their	programming	and	teaching	focus.	There	was	also	some	





To	 an	 extent,	 the	 wider	 community	may	 be	 inclined	 to	 see	 strained	 relationships,	
increased	stress	and	anxiety	and	a	narrowed	or	more	restricted	curriculum	and	pedagogic	
focus as reasonable, but unfortunate, side-effects of improvement in student learning. 






Understanding this phenomenon highlights a basic problem of accountability 
measures;	learning	does	not	occur	at	the	policy	level,	it	occurs	in	localised	contexts	
mediated	 by	 various	 specificities.	 67%	 of	 the	 coded	 responses	 that	 asked	 about	
whether	NAPLAN	was	improving	student	learning	suggested	that	it	wasn’t	because	
of the various unintended consequences, as systems, schools and individuals engaged 
with	the	competitive	realities	of	NAPLAN	and	MySchool,	of	a	narrowed	curriculum	
focus, teaching to the test pedagogies, a lack of authentic learning opportunities and 
the increased stress and anxiety felt in the school community.
That	 said,	21%	of	 the	coded	 responses	 saw	 that	NAPLAN	had	 improved	 learning,	
highlighting	 the	 difficulty	 of	 simplified	 representations	 of	 complex	 individual	
experiences	within	 educational	 settings.	 Positive	 responses	 tended	 to	 focus	 on	 the	
fact	 that	 NAPLAN,	 and	 the	 scrutiny	 that	 the	 MySchool	 website	 guaranteed,	 had	
lead to increased emphasis and coordination of literacy and numeracy strategies 
and	 pedagogies	 at	 the	 school	 level.	 it	 has	 also	 allowed	 students	 to	 experience	 test	
conditions and begin to develop learning strategies to use in these conditions. The 
question	remains,	what	 is	different	about	 the	contexts	and	approaches	 in	 individual	
schools	and	classrooms	that	generate	these	different	responses?	in	other	words,	what	




Many	of	 the	negatives	 that	 emerged	 about	NAPLAN	and	MySchool	 resonate	with	
the	 international	 research	 literature	 which	 suggests	 that	 standardised	 literacy	 and	
numeracy	tests	often	result	in	unintended	consequences	such	as	a	narrow	curriculum	
focus	 (reid,	2009;	Au,	2007),	a	 return	 to	 teacher-centred	 instruction	(Barret,	2009;	
Barksdale-Ladd	&	Thomas,	2000),	teaching	to	the	test	(Jones,	2008)	and	a	decrease	
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and	 the	 pressure	 for	 schools	 to	 be	 portrayed	 as	 improving	 or	 doing	 well	 on	 the	
MySchool	website,	was	creating	classrooms	that	were	less	inclusive	of	the	particular	
needs of their least advantaged students.
17%	of	the	themes	addressed	misgivings	about	the	design	of	the	test	and	its	ability	
to accurately represent the learning that occurred in their classroom, the ability of 








and transparency for parents to exercise choice. It is not that parents have not had 







been positive, through improved relationships and communication. Many responses 
suggested	 that	 the	 changed	 relationships	 were	 negative,	 as	 evidenced	 by	 parents	
putting	pressure	on	teachers	to	improve	the	NAPLAN	results	of	their	classes,	parents	
judging	 teachers	 by	 the	NAPLAN	 scores	 of	 their	 children,	 the	 comparison	 on	 the	
MySchool	website	and	increased	strain	on	relationships	between	teachers	and	parents.	
An	 emergent	 sub-theme	was	 a	 concern	 that	 parents	 placed	 too	much	 emphasis	 on	
the test, and not enough on the other learning activities and assessments undertaken 
during the year. 
CONCLUSION
The	 teachers	who	 responded	 to	 this	 survey	perceived	 that	NAPLAN	was	having	 a	
number	of	effects	 at	 the	class	and	 school	 level.	For	 the	majority	of	 teachers,	 these	
effects	 were	 largely	 negative,	 as	 the	 associated	 performance	 pressure	 schools	 and	
teachers felt, and the desire to be ranked highly, impacted for many teachers on the 
curriculum choice in the school/classroom, on the style of pedagogy teachers felt they 
had to adopt, and the subsequent learning opportunities and experiences of young 
people.	 This	 exploratory	 data	 requires	 contextualisation	 through	 further	 research;	
what	 are	 the	policy	 effects	of	NAPLAN	 for	parents,	 principals	 and	 administrators,	
and indeed for politicians and policy-makers? We may be seeing that the effects 
83
Thompson
of	 NAPLAN	 at	 the	 school	 and	 classroom	 level	 outweigh,	 or	 even	 work	 against,	
the	 supposed	 benefits	 of	 accountability	 and	 transparency	 in	 improving	 equity	 and	
outcomes	within	the	Australian	education	system.	if	the	experiences	of	the	majority	of	
teachers	in	this	survey	are	common	across	Australia,	it	remains	doubtful	we	will	see	
the desired systemic improvement in literacy and numeracy learning. 
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